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The authors provide an in-depth examination of the historical background,
cultural values, family roles, and community contexts of Korean Americans as
an aid to both researchers and clinicians in developing cultural competence
with this particular group. First, the concept of cultural competence is defined.
A brief history of Korean immigration patterns to the United States and
demographic information about Korean Americans are reviewed. Second,
Korean cultural values, family structure, and family roles are examined as
they impact relationships in research and clinical contexts. Three indigenous
concepts (cf. L. Kim, 1992) that may be useful in developing cultural
competence include haan (suppressed anger), jeong (strong feeling of kinship),
and noon-chi (ability to evaluate social situations through implicit cues).
Clinical case examples and accounts from a community-based research
perspective illustrate these cultural values. Third, important community
resources in the Korean American context are highlighted. Links between
cultural competence and “ecological pragmatism” (Kelly, Azelton, Burzette, &
Mock, 1994) are discussed. © 2006 Wiley Periodicals, Inc.
INTRODUCTION
Rapidly changing demographics in the United States (U.S. Census Bureau, 1996) have
led to a clarion call for cultural competence among psychologists in both research and
A R T I C L E
practice (e.g., American Psychological Association [APA], 2003), particularly in working
with underserved, immigrant populations. Korean Americans represent one such popu-
lation, and in this three-part article, we will focus on developing cultural competence
with Korean immigrant families. Cultural competence, as applied to both research and
clinical work, will be examined.
Cultural competence has now become a familiar buzzword in the field of applied psy-
chology. According to the philosophical framework developed by Cross, Bazron, Dennis,
and Isaacs (1989), cultural competence may be defined as “a set of congruent behaviors, atti-
tudes, and policies that come together in a system, agency, or among professionals and
enable that system, agency, or those professionals to work effectively in cross-cultural sit-
uations.” Culture connotes “the integrated pattern of human behavior that includes
thoughts, communications, actions, customs, beliefs, values, and institutions of a racial,
ethnic, religious, or social group,” while competence implies “having the capacity to func-
tion effectively” (Cross et al., 1989, p. 13).
Scholars and practitioners are now recognizing that cultural competence with one
population does not always translate into competence with another (Bernal & Scharrón-
del-Río, 2001; Hall, 2003; Sue, 1999, 2003). The traditional cultural values, worldviews,
norms, and behaviors that define one group will not always be applicable to another
group. For this reason, we focus on one ethnic minority group, namely Korean
Americans, to help provide an in-depth examination of the historical background, cul-
tural values, family roles, and community contexts that would serve both researchers and
clinicians in interacting with, and studying, this particular community. At the same time,
we want to issue a caveat regarding the importance of considering this information in the
light of within-group variations among Korean Americans, along dimensions such as
acculturation level, gender, socioeconomic status, immigration experience, and urban
versus rural environments. 
Our objectives, then, are threefold: (1) to provide a basic foundation of knowledge
of Korean Americans’ sociocultural contexts (e.g., immigration history, cultural values,
family processes, and community institutions); (2) to offer illustrative examples of apply-
ing this knowledge to clinical and research contexts; and (3) to discuss some general
principles, as well as the complexities and challenges involved in acquiring cultural com-
petence with this population at the individual, family, and community levels. In terms of
the organization of the present article, we will present these levels of analysis sequential-
ly, moving from the individual to the family unit to the community to show how each level
of analysis is informed reciprocally (and transactionally) by each of the other levels. This
analysis will then set the stage for a discussion of two issues: (a) how we can translate
these factors into culturally competent research and intervention and (b) the most effec-
tive levels (individual, family, community) for entry into this population.
DEMOGRAPHICS AND HISTORY OF KOREAN IMMIGRATION
According to the 2000 U.S. Census (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001), approximately 1,076,872
individuals reported Korean ancestry. Korean Americans now comprise approximately
10.5% of the Asian population and 0.4% of the total U.S. population (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2001). The top five metropolitan areas with the highest density of Korean
Americans include (from highest to lowest density): Los Angeles, New York City,
Washington, DC, San Francisco, and Chicago (Yu & Choe, 2003/2004, citing the U.S.
Census 2000). In terms of national distribution in the United States, 44% of Koreans
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reside in the Western states, 23% in the Northeast, 21% in the South, and 12% in the
Midwest (Yu & Choe, 2003/2004, citing the U.S. Census 2000). 
The movement of significant numbers of Koreans to the United States has been pri-
marily defined by three main waves of immigration: (a) 1903–1905, (b) 1951–1964, and
(c) 1965–present. In the first wave, approximately 7,000 Koreans (predominantly male)
immigrated to the United States in the early 20th century, when they entered Hawaii to
work as laborers on the sugar plantations (Patterson, 1988). Although emigration of
Koreans was effectively halted, especially after the Gentleman’s Agreement of 1907
(Chan, 1991) between Japan and the United States, approximately 1,100 picture brides
were allowed to enter the United States during the period 1910–1924 to join their
prospective husbands (Hurh, 1998). As Hurh (1998) observed, the second wave of
Korean immigration, from 1951–1964, consisted of Korean wives of U.S. servicemen
(6,423), war orphans (5,348), and a smaller proportion of professional workers and stu-
dents (2,300). The main impetus behind this second phase of immigration was the
Korean War (1950–1953), as well as legislation (specifically the McCarran-Walter Act and
the War Brides Act of 1946; Chan, 1991) which eased restrictions on the entry of wives
and children of American servicemen into the United States. Finally, the passage of the
Immigration Act of 1965 (Chan, 1991) marked the beginning of the third wave of
Korean immigration to the United States. This legislation lifted the national-origins
quota system that had placed severe restrictions on immigration, limiting the maximum
number of immigrants from any single country to 20,000. The new legislation also estab-
lished a preference system for immigrants in professions such as engineering, medicine,
and nursing. As Hurh (1998) notes, the proportion of immigrants from Asia increased
dramatically from the 1960s (7.6% of total immigration, 1961–1965) to the 1970s (27.4%
of total immigration, 1969–1973); the proportion of Korean immigration increased sig-
nificantly as well (0.7% to 3.8% of total immigration). For example, in 1965, approxi-
mately 2,165 Koreans immigrated to the United States, whereas in 1985, Korean immi-
grants numbered 38,253 (Hurh, 1998). Thus, most Korean families currently living in the
United States were part of this third immigration phase. 
Three primary reasons for immigration during this third wave included a desire to pur-
sue a better life in the United States, educational opportunities, and reunification with fami-
ly members (Hurh, 1998). A large proportion of Korean immigrants during this phase includ-
ed students, professional workers (especially doctors, nurses, and pharmacists), and wives of
U.S. servicemen. With the family preference system in place, kinship-centered chain migra-
tion triggered a sixfold increase in Asian immigration by the mid-1970s (Reimers, 1985), and
a large proportion of Koreans immigrated to the United States under these preferences for
siblings, spouses, children, and parents. Upon entry into the United States, Korean immi-
grants settled in metropolitan areas, with the highest numbers of Koreans in California and
New York, according to 1990 U.S. Census statistics (U.S. Census Bureau, 1993).
KEY INDIGENOUS CULTURAL VALUES
Given the recent immigration history of many Koreans currently residing in the United
States, it becomes critical for culturally competent researchers and clinicians to possess
some knowledge of key indigenous cultural values. Three indigenous core concepts (cf.
L. Kim, 1992) that may be particularly useful in developing cultural competence with
Korean Americans include haan (suppressed sorrow/anger), jeong (strong feeling of
kinship/interpersonal trust), and noon-chi (literally, “measuring with the eyes”; the abil-
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ity to evaluate people/social situations through implicit cues). These concepts will first
be described and then applied to both research and clinical contexts of working with
Korean immigrant families.
Haan is a multifaceted indigenous cultural construct, rich with symbolism and emo-
tion-laden. Haan refers to suppressed anger, unexpressed grievance, resentment, indig-
nation, despair, or holding a grudge. According to traditional Korean society, individuals
were discouraged from overt expressions of emotion, particularly anger. Instead, individ-
uals suppressed their anger, and over time as this anger accumulated, the suppressed
anger eventually was transformed into feelings of haan. 
A positive dimension and consequence of haan also encompasses “an everlasting
stamina that refuses to succumb even to death or defeat” (L. Kim, 1996). Haan can cre-
ate and sustain strong motivation to persevere and fight until justice is achieved. It gen-
erates a driving force to do better, to outwit, to excel, and to succeed in achieving a given
goal, even if it takes a long time. The Korean phrase, “I will show you who will eventual-
ly win” carries similar power as Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s phrase, “We shall overcome.”
It manifests itself in the endurance of hardship, determination, and even heroic deeds.
Some observe that the frequent anti-government demonstrations by college students in
Seoul (e.g., throwing fire-bottles), are essentially ritualistic expressions of their haan. The
word “o-ki” is often used as a derivative form of haan, emphasizing a more aggressive,
action-oriented surge of spiteful energy and driving force to fight and win over rival
opponents, while the word “haan” tends to be characterized primarily by the passive side
of suffering, a sorrowful affective state, and enduring stamina. 
In addition to these intrapersonal expressions of haan, there are also historical and
collective elements of haan. Korea has had a long history of constant invasions and occu-
pation by its aggressive neighbor countries and, consequently, the nation has suffered
much persecution and victimization. Because of its unique geographical location, the
Korean peninsula has been used as a strategic bridge by China, Japan, and the former
Soviet Union for military and political invasions. Thus, at a collective level, Koreans have
become a “people of Haan,” experiencing pain, sorrow, injustice, grievances, and sup-
pressed anger, which grows out of their history as an oppressed nation. 
Jeong refers to emotional bonding, a special interpersonal bond of trust and closeness
(L. Kim, 1996). There is no word in the Korean vocabulary more endearing and evoca-
tive than the word, jeong. There is no English equivalent. Jeong encompasses the mean-
ing of a wide range of English terms: feeling, empathy, affection, closeness, tenderness,
pathos, compassion, sentiment, trust, bonding, and love. 
Jeong strengthens the bonding of a relationship between two persons. It is a special
affection towards an individual. It is not a sexualized or erotic love. Koreans consider
jeong to be an essential element in human life, promoting the depth and richness of per-
sonal relations. With jeong, relationships are deeper and longer lasting. In times of social
upheaval, calamity, and unrest, jeong is the only binding and stabilizing force in human
relationships. Without jeong, life would be emotionally barren, and persons would feel
isolated and disconnected from others. Jeong is more than kindness or liking another,
jeong brings about the “special” feelings in relationships: togetherness, sharing, bonding.
Jeong is what makes us say “we” rather than “I,” “ours” rather than “mine” (U. Kim,
1994). Examples of jeong include a deep, long-lasting friendship (“woo-jeong”), the
mutual bond of camaraderie and brotherhood that develops between two soldiers in
wartime who fight together in the frontline trenches, or between two high school or col-
lege alumni, or among professional colleagues. The concept of “soul mate” perhaps
comes close to capturing the essence of a friendship with deep jeong. 
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Jeong is not experienced instantly, but grows over time. It is not “love at first sight.” It
requires a certain period of “incubation” so that bonding can occur. Jeong is like water ris-
ing up slowly and gently slipping through sand. It is not a gush of water. The process occurs
more naturally and less intensively and intentionally than in love. Love can be described as
hot, fiery, dynamic, intense, mercurial, pleasurable, unpredictable, and powerful. The
imagery of jeong, on the other hand, is quiet, gentle, nurturing, caring, giving, trusting,
loyal, considerate, devoted, dependable, and sacrificial. Although jeong and love may share
some overlaps, there are important differences in nuance and quality. Table 1 shows some
key contrasts between the Western-based notion of love and the Korean conception of jeong. 
Noon-chi literally means “measuring with the eyes.” It refers to an intuitive capacity to
size up and evaluate another person or social situation quickly. With noon-chi, one devel-
ops heightened awareness of, and sensitivity to, another person’s nonverbal cues, such as
gestures, facial expressions, voice, intonation, speech patterns, and body language. In
contrast, describing a person as lacking noon-chi is a derogatory remark. It implies that
the person is insensitive, uncouth, unmannered, and uncultured.
In Western cultures, clear, direct and explicit verbal communication is highly valued.
However, in East Asian cultures, verbal communication is often less clear, more subtle, indi-
rect, implicit, and often nonverbal. Thus, some call Korea a “noon-chi culture.” For example,
in many East Asian countries, an “honorific” language system is highly developed. Depending
on the status of the person with whom one is speaking, different forms of address, verb end-
ings, and sentence structure are most appropriate. Having an acute sense of noon-chi is nec-
essary and desirable in a hierarchical society where emphasis is on observing the proper pro-
tocol and manners in interpersonal interactions. The intuitive ability of noon-chi helps one
discern where one stands in relation to a specific person or situation, because it is important
to accord appropriate respect through the use of appropriate language and manners. 
Application of Key Indigenous Cultural Values in Clinical and Research Settings
Given the centrality of these three indigenous Korean cultural values (haan, jeong, and
noon-chi), practitioners and researchers can expect that they will play an important role
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Table 1. Love Versus Jeong (L. Kim, 1996)
Love (Western) Jeong (Korean)
• More direct and overt expression • More indirect and subtle in emotional expression 
• More physical, behavioral, “chemistry” oriented • More affective, attitudinal, less verbal 
• More action-oriented • Silent, waiting, more inward, more thinking of, and wishing
• Active, positive, forward, outward • More naturally and slowly developing 
• More need-/desire-related • Incubation period needed, and not fall-in-love at first sight 
• More conditional, more contractual • More unconditional, less contractual 
• More intentional, volitional • More security and basic survival-oriented
• Can be mercurial • Deeper, and longer lasting
• Tends to be possessive • More connectedness and bonding-based
• Tends to be competitive • More relational, trusting, and sacrificial
• Tends to “conquer” • More caring and protective of each other
• Differentiated boundary • Less differentiated, less boundary (more “we”-oriented)
• Separated self (“I”-oriented) • More fused and merged
• Happiness, joy, pleasure • More warmth and bliss
in defining their relationship with Korean clients and research participants. By acknowl-
edging and adjusting to these values, clinical and research-related outcomes may be
improved, as illustrated in the following examples. In clinical settings, cultivating jeong in
the client–therapist relationship, practicing noon-chi, and appropriately acknowledging
the presence of haan are three ways in which clinicians may increase their cultural com-
petence with Korean immigrant clients. A therapeutic application of jeong is not a partic-
ular techniques or method (L. Kim, 2003). Rather it is an attitude, frame of reference,
mindset, and value orientation which governs human relationships, including those with
clients. For example, to promote optimal therapeutic engagement, the second author (L.
Kim) has tried to apply the concept of jeong-based therapeutic relations by: (a) showing
active interest, a caring attitude, and attention to the individual in a way that may affec-
tively create a more comfortable and caring emotional relationship; (b) making the client
feel more secure with the continuity and stability of the therapeutic relationship; and (c)
instilling the feeling of “we” in the therapeutic alliance. At the same time, Luke Kim does
not use this approach with all of his patients, aware that certain paranoid schizophrenic
patients may feel uncomfortable and fear intimacy with others. 
Practicing noon-chi in the clinical context may be as simple as noting the client’s age
vis-à-vis that of the clinician, and referring to the client using honorific language if they
are older than the clinician. In addition, paying attention to the nonverbal cues and
physical (not only verbally articulated) signs of distress during the session may be espe-
cially important when working with Korean immigrant clients. 
Acknowledging the presence of haan may be critical in the assessment and diagnosis
of a Korean culture-bound psychiatric syndrome called “hwa-byung,” which is currently
listed in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV; APA, 1994)
Appendix under culture-bound syndromes. Literally translated, hwa-byung means
“fire/anger [hwa] disease [byung]” and has been known for many years in Korea as a folk
medical term (Lin, 1983). Haan has been identified as one of the causative factors in the
development of hwa-byung. The syndrome is manifested by a mixture of major depres-
sive disorder, anxiety, and somatic symptoms characterized by pressure in the throat or
chest (Lee, 1977). According to a survey conducted in Seoul, Korea (Min & Lee, 1986),
the most frequently observed symptoms of hwa-byung included oppressive and heavy
feelings in the chest, a feeling of a mass in the chest or abdomen, a sensation of heat in
the body, feelings of something boiling up or burning inside. Other physical symptoms
include headaches, palpitation, and indigestion. Generally, patients complained of phys-
ical symptoms, but when they were asked about their emotional symptoms, they frequent-
ly mentioned sadness, pessimism, loss of interest, temper, being startled, nervousness,
and even suicidal thoughts. Other emotions include rage, hate, resentment, frustration,
mortification, regret, and shame. Hwa-byung is often observed among Korean immi-
grants and most frequently afflicts married, middle-aged Korean women of low socioeco-
nomic status (Pang, 1990). 
Next, for researchers, the concepts of jeong and noon-chi may serve as useful tools
in building relationships with community members and gaining access to Korean organ-
izations. In building ties between universities and community-based ethnic organiza-
tions, researchers can apply jeong-based relational models to their interactions with
community leaders and members. For example, researchers can try to create an atmos-
phere of “we” and togetherness as a team with the community leaders, encourage warm,
kind, positive interpersonal relationships, and mutual interest in personal growth and
community-building opportunities. By engendering jeong-based relationships with the
community, a long-term collaboration may be more easily achieved with Korean
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American community leaders. In addition, by using noon-chi, researchers can also
observe appropriate ways to outreach to this population.
Family Structure, Family Roles, and Family Processes
For researchers and clinicians to interface with Korean American families in a culturally
competent manner, it is not only critical to understand indigenous cultural values at the
individual level, but also traditional family structure, family roles, and relevant family
processes at the group level. The former informs the latter, and vice versa—that is, these
(and other) indigenous cultural values undergird family structure, help shape family
roles, and color family processes. At the same time, the family context may make some
cultural values more salient than others in certain situations. Individual-level value orien-
tations and family-level processes are constantly interacting with, and adapting to, each
other. Thus, these three domains (family structure, roles, and processes) will be exam-
ined within the Korean American context, attending to variables of gender and age, as
well as the potential impact of acculturation. Ignoring these family characteristics may
result in attrition from research studies or early termination from treatment due to a lack
of cultural sensitivity. 
Traditional family structure among Korean Americans tends to be hierarchical and
patriarchal (Uba, 1994; Yee, Huang, & Lew, 1998). Based on Confucian traditions that
emphasize age and gender, this family structure assigns privilege and responsibility to eld-
ers and males, with fathers wielding the most power and authority in the nuclear family
(Uba, 1994). Sons tend to be preferred over daughters (Shon & Ja, 1982).
Communication tends to be unidirectional, flowing from those in authority to those in
subordinate positions (e.g., from parents to children; Uba, 1994). The importance of the
extended family has also been observed among Koreans and Korean Americans with inter-
generational relationships allowing for reciprocity in caregiving at multiple points during
the lifespan (e.g., grandparents caring for grandchildren, children caring for parents in
old age). In Korea, for example, the average family size in 1960 was 5.7 persons, revealing
the presence of multiple generations in the same household (Hurh, 1998). By recogniz-
ing and acknowledging the existence of traditional family structures and according due
respect to family members based on their age and gender, both researchers and clinicians
may interact more effectively with individual family members and navigate their way more
smoothly through family systems in the Korean American community.
Confucian traditions may also influence the various roles of Korean American family
members within the family structure. Typically, the father tends to be the dominant
authority figure who is the primary decision maker, while the mother tends to be the nur-
turing caretaker of the children (Uba, 1994). Gender roles prescribed by cultural norms
often place women in a subservient position (Uba, 1994). Confucian teachings exhort a
woman to follow a doctrine of “three obediences” during her lifetime: to obey her father
before marriage, her husband after marriage, and her son after her husband’s death
(Chan & Leong, 1994). Older siblings and extended family (grandparents, relatives) may
play a role in caretaking responsibilities and in teaching skills to younger siblings and chil-
dren; on the other end of the age spectrum, primogeniture (the practice of having the
eldest son live with his parents after marriage) allows for a built-in system for children to
care for their aging parents (Yee, Huang, & Lew, 1998). Based on Confucian philosophy,
the cultural ideal of filial piety establishes an expectation that children will show devotion,
respect, and obedience to their parents throughout their lifetime. Even after the death of
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their parents, children are expected to pay their respect to their parents through ances-
tor worship (Kim & Wong, 2002, citing Harrell, 1982; Lang, 1946). However, the actual
practice of filial piety among Koreans (as well as other Asians) in the United States may
not be as strong with increasing acculturation in the younger generation and less depend-
ence on the older generation in the United States for resources, such as expertise, goods,
or services (Wong & Ujimoto, 1998). Understanding these culturally based family roles
may help clinicians to depathologize seemingly “enmeshed” family members and instead
to acknowledge the existence of different norms that govern Korean American family sys-
tems. Researchers, too, are served well with this knowledge in interacting with family
members, formulating informed hypotheses about family members (e.g., the presence of
multiple caretakers), and interpreting results within a culture-specific context.
Two types of family processes will be mentioned here, as they are gaining more
empirical attention in the research literature and have implications for how clinicians
and researchers interact with Korean American families. First, family obligation is a con-
struct that has emerged in the empirical literature (Fuligni, Tseng, & Lam, 1999;
Phinney, Ong, & Madden, 2000) but has roots in Confucian philosophy. Shon and Ja
(1982) describe the critical importance of obligation in Asian societies where maintain-
ing face and avoiding shame play key roles in one’s social status and where the nature of
one’s relationships with in-group members defines one’s identity. Family obligation has
been operationalized as respect for one’s family and the provision of current and future
support to one’s family (Fuligni et al., 1999), as well as children’s obedience to their par-
ents (Phinney et al., 2000). Clinicians and researchers need to be aware of the impor-
tance of family obligations in establishing rapport with individual Korean American fam-
ily members and understanding the close-knit ties among family members. 
Parenting in Asian American families is also beginning to receive more empirical
attention in the psychological research literature (for a comprehensive review, see Kim
& Wong, 2002). For example, Chao (1994) developed one of the first indigenous cultur-
ally derived constructs (the Chinese concepts of “chiao shun” and “guan,” which refer to
the idea of training children in appropriate behaviors) for parenting among Chinese
immigrant mothers. Using a 13-item measure that tapped into two domains, “ideologies
on child development and learning” and “ideologies on the mother–child relationship,”
Chao (1994) found significant ethnic differences on 8 of the 13 child-rearing items, and
Chinese mothers scored higher than European American mothers on all but one of these
items. Similar kinds of culturally derived constructs still need to be operationalized to
describe parenting and other family processes in the Korean immigrant community. 
Kim and Wong (2002) also highlight four quantitative studies on the role of parent
or child gender on parenting practices (Berndt, Heung, Lau, & Hau, 1993; X. Chen, Liu,
& Li, 2000; Lau et al., 1990; Shek, 2000). Results from these studies show that adolescents
perceive their relationship with their mothers more positively than their relationship
with their fathers (Shek, 2000, as cited by Kim & Wong, 2002). Mothers were viewed as
being warmer and more indulgent, while fathers were seen as being harsher in the eyes
of their children. As described previously, the parenting roles of fathers and mothers are
quite distinct in Asian families. 
In addition to these quantitative studies, some qualitative work has also examined
parenting. For example, the tone of father–son versus the mother–child relationships
can be very different, with fathers maintaining more distance and authority and mothers
displaying more affection (Kim & Wong, 2002, citing Lang, 1946). Culled from anthro-
pological works (e.g., Harrell, 1982; Lang, 1946), Kim and Wong (2002) identified the
following themes in indigenous Asian parenting concepts: parenting responsibility, filial
156 • Journal of Community Psychology, March 2006
Journal of Community Psychology DOI: 10.1002/jcop
piety, parental affect, discipline, autonomy, and control. Among the subsystems in Asian
families, the parent–child subsystem is considered the most important, and the wife’s
strongest emotional attachment is usually to her children, not to her husband (Lee,
1989), and thus, parenting remains a significant process to study. Given the distinct par-
enting roles for mothers and fathers, as well as the influence of child gender and culture,
multiple methods of data collection, multilevel assessments, and multiple informants
should be utilized to gain a clear picture of the Korean American family system.
Convergence across multiple methods, levels of assessment, and informants can then
provide stronger evidence for the inferences and conclusions that are drawn. 
From a clinical perspective, it is important to identify the line of authority and com-
munication in the family, as well as to solicit participation from, and form a therapeutic
alliance with, authority figures. This is particularly important for the client who is acute-
ly disturbed because they may need psychotropic medication but refuse to comply.
Harnessing the already existing family support and enabling medication monitoring by
the family members would then be very useful. In sum, understanding the traditional
family structure, family roles, and family processes will potentially offer researchers and
clinicians greater insight into cultural competence with, and entry into, the Korean
American community through the family unit.
Community Resources in the Korean American Context
Having examined how individual-level cultural values interact with family-level systems
(and vice versa), we will now extend our analysis of cultural competence with Korean
Americans to the community level. Again, readers should notice the interwoven nature
of these three levels (individual, family, and community) of influence, and the impor-
tance of understanding the dynamic interplay between and across these three levels in
developing cultural competence in the Korean American context.
The Korean ethnic church in the United States has become one of the most significant
community resources for Korean immigrants. Offering not only a religious home base, but
also ethnic fellowship, the Korean American ethnic church often fills spiritual, psychologi-
cal, and social needs (Hurh, 1998). Since its auspicious historical beginnings in Hawaii,
where early Korean immigrants converted in large numbers to Christianity (approximate-
ly 40% of the total Korean American population in Hawaii experienced religious conver-
sions; Choy 1979; Kim & Patterson, 1974), the Korean immigrant church has become the
central ethnic organization in the Korean American community. It is estimated that
approximately 70% of Korean Americans attend Korean ethnic churches (Hurh, 1998).
To understand the reasons for this high level of ethnic church involvement among
Korean immigrants, Hurh (1998) offers several explanations. First, the urban, middle-
class background of recent immigrants may have increased their exposure to Western
ideals, thus making them more favorably disposed towards Christianity. Second, the
immigration experience itself may have facilitated extensive church involvement because
adjustment in a new country and culture is an uprooting and stressful experience. Since
its inception, the Korean church has been the center of social, cultural, educational activ-
ities for Korean immigrants, easing their transition into a new society. In addition, the
Korean church has been a relatively inclusive institution for Korean immigrants, regard-
less of their gender, age, and socioeconomic status. Unlike other ethnic associations that
have certain membership criteria or American institutions that may be perceived as prej-
udiced, the Korean ethnic church is seen as an accessible organization. Third, as racial
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and ethnic minorities in the United States, Koreans may gravitate towards Korean
churches as ethnic enclaves, because in other areas of society—i.e., the segmented labor
market, the workplace—they are marginalized. The church setting provides an outlet
where Korean immigrants can achieve a relatively high degree of social status (e.g., as
elders or deacons). Finally, religious pluralism in the United States may also foster high
levels of ethnic church participation. 
Given the religious, spiritual, social, and psychological significance of the Korean
immigrant church, researchers studying the Korean immigrant population would do well
to build liaisons with these churches as potential cultural consultants or as entry points
to the Korean immigrant community. Gaining entry into Korean immigrant churches
would allow a representative sample because a majority (~70%) of the Korean American
community attends church. In addition, these churches have the potential to provide a
reasonable sample size. At the same time, researchers need to carefully build jeong-based
relationships with pastors, religious leaders, and lay members as they enter a church com-
munity. Because of the cohesive nature of church-based communities, positive jeong-
based relationships will accelerate acceptance into the Korean immigrant community,
whereas negative first impressions may adversely impact efforts to access this population
for research purposes. 
Other important social networks in the Korean American context that may serve as
valuable entry points for researchers include: (a) alumni associations (high school and
university) and (b) civic or professional associations. Aside from Korean ethnic church-
es, alumni associations (“dong moon hoe”) are the most popular ethnic associations among
Korean Americans (Hurh, 1998). Perhaps because of the strong cultural value tied to
education, friendships among Koreans are often developed among high school or uni-
versity classmates. The status accorded to classmates, in fact, may rival the status of fami-
ly members and relatives in that classmates are considered lifelong comrades. Alumni
associations not only serve to facilitate continued friendships of Korean immigrants, but
also provide social networks during the transition to a new country, which may be alien-
ating and, at times, socially isolating. For researchers, alumni associations may provide a
ready-made network as well as directories of Korean Americans, classified by high school
or university alma mater. Because of the strong ties to alumni associations, these organi-
zations would most likely capture a fair representation of alumni. 
Next, civic associations or professional societies may represent potential entry points
for researchers looking for community-based Korean American samples. One of the most
well-known and probably most inclusive ethnic and civic associations in the Korean com-
munity is the Korean Federation or Association, commonly referred to as the
“Haninhoe” among Korean Americans. According to Hurh (1998), the primary “official
function of the Korean Association is to serve as the voice of the local Korean American
community” (p. 116). Korean associations can be found across the country, usually in
cities with populations over 150,000, with the largest Haninhoe in Los Angeles. Officers
for the Haninhoe are elected by their constituency, the local Korean American residents.
The Haninhoe coordinates social gatherings, fosters Korean ethnic identity, coordinates
with other Korean ethnic organizations, provides links to U.S. government and social
service agencies and the Korean consulate, and offers Korean residents assistance in
times of crisis (Hurh, 1998). Thus, for researchers entering the Korean American com-
munity, liaisons with the officers of the Haninhoe may be quite valuable in gathering
information about the local residents, as well as establishing ties with other important
Korean organizations in that particular community. At the same time, the Haninhoe have
also been reported to suffer from internal power struggles (Abelmann & Lie, 1995),
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which may prevent these associations from effectively fulfilling their main mission of pro-
moting the general welfare of the Korean American community; researchers should also
be aware of this potential political strife before aligning themselves with particular offi-
cers or associations. 
In addition to the Haninhoe, there are numerous other Korean-specific civic and
professional associations, such as the Korean American Chamber of Commerce, Korean
Artists Association, Korean Medical Association, Korean Small Business Association,
Korean Soccer Association, Korean Women’s Association, and organizations for the next
generation, such as the Korean American Coalition (Hurh, 1998). The presence of these
associations reveal the breadth and diversity of occupations and interests that Korean
Americans hold, and researchers may work with these various groups, depending on the
nature of their guiding questions.
The potential for mutual benefits and collaboration between researchers and com-
munity members can be seen in one example from the second author’s professional work
(L. Kim), as he has successfully entered Korean American community networks as a
researcher and practitioner. The second author was the founding president of the
Association of Korean American Psychiatrists (AKAP), which has about 350 members of
400 Korean American psychiatrists in the United States. In the past several years, the
AKAP has developed and sponsored a “regional Korean American community outreach
forum” with local mental health professionals, church ministers, and lay leaders on
Korean American mental health topics at the same location and time of the annual
American Psychiatric Association convention. For instance, in May 2003 in San Francisco,
the AKAP and the Bay Area association of Korean Christian church ministers jointly
planned and sponsored a Korean American community outreach forum on mental
health. Topics included depression, referrals, and boundary issues. Approximately 100
ministers, local social workers, psychologists, interested community leaders, and individ-
uals participated in the forum. A similar Korean American community outreach forum
sponsored by AKAP took place in New York during the 2004 American Psychiatric
Association convention. Thus, building bridges between researchers and community
members not only informs and shapes research questions and provides critical data, but
offers education and consultation to the community in meeting their real needs. In sum,
three primary community resources for Korean Americans include the Korean ethnic
church, alumni associations, and Korean civic and professional associations. Korean
immigrant individuals and families bring to these community organizations the cultural
values, family structures, roles, and processes described earlier. 
DISCUSSION
Using an ecologically based framework, we sought to conduct a more nuanced, within-
group analysis of cultural competence with Korean immigrants by examining culture-
specific values, processes, and institutions at the individual, family, and community levels.
Thus, we were able to achieve our three main objectives: (a) to provide a basic founda-
tion of knowledge of Korean Americans’ sociocultural contexts, (b) to offer illustrative
examples of applying this knowledge to clinical and research contexts, and (c) to discuss
some general principles as well as the complexities and challenges involved in acquiring
cultural competence with this population at the individual, family, and community levels.
Examining cultural competence with Korean Americans at these three levels revealed
how each level is informed reciprocally and transactionally by the others. 
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This ecologically informed analysis (examining multiple embedded contexts at indi-
vidual, family, and community levels) has now set the stage for discussion of the follow-
ing questions: (a) How we can translate these factors into culturally competent research
and intervention?; and (b) What are the most effective levels (individual, family, or com-
munity) for entry into this population? 
Creating Settings for Cultural Competence: Suggestions From an Ecological Perspective
The topic of cultural competence can be easily a shibboleth. Brief educational and didactic
exercises can create an illusion of genuine understanding of Korean culture and peoples
when, in fact, it takes some time for that education to take place. Drawing upon concepts
of ecological thinking (Kelly, Ryan, Altman, & Stelzner, 2000) and the implications for
creating social settings (Kelly, 1994; Kelly et al., 1994), we offer some suggestions to cre-
ate a process for better understanding those from diverse cultural backgrounds, in this
case, Korean Americans.
Getting ready. For those unfamiliar with Korean culture, one of the first steps involves
reading and seeking out resources about Korean history. The following topics may be
especially revealing of the collective Korean psyche, particularly the value placed upon
preserving uniqueness: international relations between Korea and China, Japan, and
Russia; perceptions of Korea as a vassal state preyed upon by other countries; Korea’s his-
tory of painful victimization experiences due to the frequent military invasions; the
impact of World War II; implications of the Korean War in 1950 in terms of the division
of Korea into North and South, the loss of family members, dislocation and exodus, sep-
aration from family members left behind in North Korea, and immigration to the United
States. Unresolved political tension and hostile conflict between North and South Korea
continue to threaten the peace and security of the Korean and Korean American people.
In addition to learning about Korean history, familiarity with Confucian thoughts and
values offers significant insight into the cultural value system, particularly around gender
roles, family, and social hierarchy. Finally, balancing this knowledge of Korea’s past with
an awareness of the present influences of globalization is essential. Specifically, recogni-
tion of how contemporary changes in Korean values toward Westernization may contribute
to within-group variations across generations is important. These are some first steps in
learning about Korea and Korean culture before actually engaging in a dialogue.
The first settings. To initially develop relationships within the Korean American communi-
ty and to learn about the Korean ethos and culture, it may be helpful for researchers to
adopt a friendly stance and an “anthropologically oriented” attitude of interest and
curiosity. For non-Korean researchers, it may be important to engage the assistance of
“boundary spanners” or those who could play a visible “bridge role” in crossing over the
two cultures. Boundary spanners could be individuals who, for example, are bilingual (in
English and Korean languages) and bicultural (i.e., familiar with both the mainstream
and Korean cultures). They may be able to help model cultural sensitivity and help
assuage the researcher’s initial anxieties about addressing unfamiliar issues or topics. As
mentioned previously, other helpful entry points and referral sources in the Korean
American community for researchers include Korean ethnic churches, Korean commu-
nity organizations, and high school and university alumni associations. 
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One function of such initial meetings within the Korean American community is to
dissipate stereotypes (Caplan, 1964; Kelly, 1990). This is an opportunity for researchers
to understand the roles of social philosophies and traditions, as well as the roles of spiri-
tual and religious beliefs in the Korean American context. At the same time, it is an
opportunity for non-Korean researchers to acknowledge their own values (e.g., inde-
pendence, self reliance, and privacy) and to think about how larger “contextual” tradi-
tions and values affect their own behavior. The premise is that one cannot be a genuine
listener about another culture until one “tunes into” his or her own history. 
Another reason for dismantling stereotypes is within-group variation in behaviors or
attitudes. For example, younger Korean Americans (and European Americans) may be
more similar to each other than older generations in terms of their values. This aware-
ness helps maintain developmental and life-course sensitivity about how culture and con-
text influences the behavior of individuals. 
If these initial settings begin to work, researchers can express behaviors that the
Korean American community can understand, such as jeong. Without jeong, future set-
tings will be problematic, even sterile. Since these processes are sequential, there
should be “tests” for jeong as time goes on. This speaks to the observation that Korean
American community members may be not readily open and remain superficial to non-
Korean mental health professionals or researchers until a jeong-infused trust develops
(L. Kim, 1996). It is up to the mental health professional or researcher to expend the
energy and time to help establish jeong and not be constricted by the need to be quick
and decisive. 
Another important topic for better understanding interactions with the Korean
American community is the role of che-myun (face-saving) and how this quality of face-
saving may limit researchers and mental health professionals from receiving the critical
feedback that they may be accustomed to experiencing. This speaks to the critical impor-
tance of jeong before real collaborative work can begin in designing and implementing
a community-based prevention program.
Next Settings
As greater jeong develops, other Korean qualities can be discussed, including those
described earlier, such as the multifaceted role of haan (i.e., suppressed feelings of
anger frequently leading to depression and somatic symptoms). In later sessions, the
non-verbal communicative mode, namely, the Korean value of noon-chi may play an
important role. Korean participants will likely pick up fairly quickly the researcher’s
degree of commitment to working with the Korean community over time. In contrast,
mental health professionals are increasingly trained to be quick and short term in
their projects, which may prevent the establishment of jeong-based relationships with
Korean clients. 
Creating a mutually trusting relationship that can increase the quality and depth of
the work will take time, more time than the researcher may have expected when the work
began. In collaborative community work between non-Korean professionals and Korean
American community members, the researcher’s understanding, respect for, and incor-
poration of Korean cultural values, such as jeong, haan, noon-chi, and che-myun, may affect
the long-term success of the program. This means that the researcher has to be very clear
in their mind that they genuinely care about the Korean culture and that the Korean
American community is not merely a “subject pool.”
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Epistemologies
Exchanging insights about epistemologies and cognitive processes may also be helpful in
understanding differences between East and West (Nisbett, Peng, Choi, & Norenzayan,
2001; Peng & Nisbett, 1999) and developing measures and research methods that are cul-
turally sensitive. For example, Nisbett et al. (2001) have argued that East Asians tend to be
more holistic, whereas Westerners tend to be more analytic in terms of their cognitive
processes, which are, in turn, contextualized within contrasting systems of “tacit episte-
mologies.” Holistic modes of thinking emphasize change, a dialectical approach (accept-
ance of contradiction), the interconnectedness of the parts to the whole, as illustrated by
the yin-yang symbol, and a Confucian-based preference for the “Middle Way” or a balance
between opposing principles (Nisbett et al., 2001; Peng & Nisbett, 1999). Analytic
approaches, on the other hand, emphasize the use of formal (Aristotelian) logic and rules,
avoidance of contradiction, and focusing on the attributes of an object removed from its
context. This East Asian–Western distinction may be applied to Koreans in particular, and
we can infer that the implications of holistic thought processes may impact the interactions
between Korean American community members and researchers. Understanding these
types of differences could be essential for community collaborative planning or research.
CONCLUSION
These brief comments point to the importance of culture-specific features in learning
how to be more culturally competent. To become culturally competent speaks to a com-
mitment to a process that creates mutual trust. This means that the notion of six 2-hour
conversations to obtain cultural understanding may be premature and short-sighted.
Rather, those who desire to be culturally competent (in this case, with Korean
Americans), need to learn to recognize culturally salient features at multiple levels (indi-
vidual, family, community) and become sufficiently part of the target culture so that one
can maneuver within and between these levels. The level of intervention at which one
decides to enter as a researcher or clinician would ideally be a joint choice made by both
scientist-practitioner and the Korean participants. In a particular situation, the choice of
intervention could be one at the individual or family or community level, depending
upon the local ecologies. Moreover, each of the three Korean indigenous cultural values
discussed earlier can be employed at any level of intervention, although each may have
more impact at certain levels. For example, haan may be more useful in individual-level
work, whereas noon-chi may allow scientist-practitioners to be more effective at the family
level, and jeong may play an important role at the community level.
At the same time, there are some important caveats to consider in discussing cultur-
al competence. First, an “outsider” may or may not be able to immediately reach the level
of cultural competence we describe in this paper. The process of developing cultural
competence is a lifelong effort—it is not an activity that has a finite beginning and end.
Second, if the development of cultural competence is a continuous process yet necessary
for interacting with diverse populations (such as Korean immigrant families), there are
inherently some dangers in being only partially competent. To counter these potential
pitfalls that all scientist-practitioners will encounter at one point or another, three essen-
tial ingredients of cultural competence may be particularly beneficial, as detailed in Sue
(1998). These three critical components of cultural competence (Sue, 1998) include: (a)
scientific mindedness (the ability to develop and creatively test hypotheses about clients
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rather than operating from faulty assumptions or forming premature conclusions); (b)
dynamic sizing (the therapist’s ability to avoid stereotyping and instead, placing the client
in cultural context by making appropriate generalizations or accounting for individual
differences); and (c) culture-specific expertise (e.g., the knowledge of culture-specific
values such as haan, jeong, etc.). In summary, employing an ecological perspective to
design such expeditions, through a series of interconnected, biculturally created settings,
may, in the long run, serve as a foundation for the cultural competence of both groups.
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